NOBLE ESSENCES
One Sunday towards the end of the First World War, my
sister opened a weekly review and read a short criticism by
Gerald Gould of a novel called Vainglory. The critic owned
manfully that he could make nothing of it, but fortunately
quoted a short passage in which a mother describes a quarrel
with her child's nurse. This passage so greatly amused Edith
that she read it aloud to me, and to this day the quotation
remains in my memory, almost word for word. Enchanted, we
bought the book and all else that issued from the same pointed,
absurd, yet indeed magic pen.
Here was to be found a new if minute world, which existed
by its own pulse of time and exhibited its own standards of
behaviour. Strange, fresh tides of rhythm played and lapped
round its breathless shores, on which figures that, however
etiolate, were sufficiently substantial for the reader never to be
able to forget them, moved to their own measure and were left
striking the most unexpected attitudes against the mauve and
lime-green horizon. Each book, as it appeared, was a new
revelation of style, and of a wit that rippled the surface of every
page without ever breaking it. The virtuosity of the author was
able to net any situation, however crazy or occasionally even
obscene, and let it loose in the realms of a harmless reality.
Just as in the autumn the silver cobwebs lightly cover the trees
with a thin mist of impalpable beauty, so a similar highly
stylised but intangible loveliness hung over every page, while
wit ran in, round and underneath each word. But the chief
claim that is to be advanced for the author, I think, is his
startling technical achievement. His dialogues are quicker and
lighter than had hitherto been designed for a novel. He altered
the pace of the dialogue for the novel, and already his influence
can be detected in writers of more content than himself, and,
indeed, in the most unlikely quarters.
This novel that we read of Firbank's, then, filled us with
curiosity about its author. Who was he, where did he live,
we wondered. But for a while our search went unrewarded.
The first information that reached us was through an old
friend of ours who had known him since boyhood. She told us
that Arthur Annesley Ronald Firbank, to give him his full
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